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beine installed nationwide to 

enable area offices to provide a 

more e11 icient service to the 

public and the profession. The 

system will provide many new 

facilities chief of which is the 

ability to answer telephone 

enquiries almost immediately. 

As practitioners know, Legal 

Aid has always been a paper 

bound operation. In a typical 

office there may he 250,000 

files in use at any given time. 

Our investment in a new 

computer system will make us 

much less dependant on 

retrieval of paper files. 

Each office will have an 

enquiry desk providing a 

service to the profession and 

public which has not 

previously been possible. Irr 

BirminOham, where the system 

was first piloted, it was found 

that, over a 12 month period, 

95% of enquiries were dealt 

with immediately over the 

phone. Irrformation on the 

status of application, grant, 

refusal, limitations, are all 

held on the nerv system - 

facilities which the old one was 

I111a/fir Tr pwl'llh . 

Following the success of 

installation in Birmingham, 

the Board has gone ahead with 

installations in Liverpool, 

Reading, Newcastle and 

London. The benefits of i 

computerisation will soon 

become evident to our 

customers. The rest of the area 

offices will be computerised on 

a rolling programme with one 

office every two weeks so that 

all area offices will be 

computerised by the end of 

1991. As soon as the system 

has been installed in the area 

office an eight week training 

period li, r stilt , /oollon x.. -111 

. 
lice systems will be fully area (! f 

operati, mal by the cud ýýi 
March 1992. 

The central accounting system 

is also under revision and 

improvetnents in the way we 

pay you will he. just one of the 

benefits. The Board is 

adopting the BAGS system of 

payment which offers improved 

cash flow for participating 

firms. BAGS (Bankers 

Automated Clearing Services) 

allows us to transfer your 

1, iyrnent directly_%ron: our 

i, ink account to yours. You 

i, ill be credited as soon as the 

l,, nk is instructed to pay. You 

will thus be credited 

immediately with no need for 

you to bank your cheque and 

then wait `or it to he , le mrcd. 

Jerry Coles, Computer and 
Communications Director, outlines the 

resists romnputerisation of Leal Aid and 
the brnrlits this will have (n the 

profession 

This also removes the need for 

the Bond to process and print 

the 14,000 cheques it 

currently issues every fortnight. 

Instead, participating firms 

will simply receive a remittance 

to show that they have 

been paid. 



Speedier reassessments and tighter seeking reassessments do not cooperate contacted and asked not to do any 

controls on payment of arrears were with the DSS in providing further work under the certificate 

introduced for people on contributory information about their financial without reference to the area office. 
legal aid on August 12th 1991. circumstances. The nerv procedure Thus, under new procedures, progress 

Having made significant improvements pinpoints non-cooperation cases at an on the case will be dependent on the 

in the time it takes for legal aid early stage allowing the legal aid individual benelitting Jrom legal aid 

certificates to be decided and bills to be certificate to be revoked as soon as it making his/her contributions. Area 

paid, we have turned our attention to becomes clear that the case is not going offices will only authorise further work 

improving turnaround tunes on to proceed anyway. The improved in limited circumstances, for instance, 

reassessments in cases where people reassessment procedures will result in if a hearing is scheduled within the 

need to re-negotiate their contributions yearly savings of over £1.3 M. next few days. 

and to addressing the debt problem of Arrears procedures have benefited from 

legal aid clients in arrears. a similar tightening up. Previously the Steve Orchard Legal Aid Board 

The old procedures allowed some Board stood to lose about £10M every Chief Executive says, "The 
people on legal aid to fall behind in year in unpaid contributions. A 

paying their monthly contributions condition of being granted contributory 
new procedures emphasise the 

and were so cumbersome that others legal aid is that the assisted person requirement to pay the 

who wanted reassessments had to wait pays a contribution to the cost of his amended contribution whilst 
for anything up to 16 weeks. case on a monthly basis. Under old informing the assisted person 
Like the old means assessment system, procedures certificates could continue 

the reassessment procedure involved for many months without any, or very and the solicitor of the 

double handling of work by the DSS, few, contributions being paid. Last possibility of reassessment in 

the area office and the central accounts year this represented a loss of appropriate cases. The results 
department with the result that £10,206,000 to the Legal Aid 

reassessments were taking much longer Fund. The new procedures revoke or 
of our improved contribution 

than necessary. discharge certificates much earlier when and reassessment procedures 

Under the new system, reassessments people do not pay, or do not cooperate will ensure that double 

are still being carried out by the DSS with the offer of a reassessment which handling is eliminated, 
in Preston but from August 12th have might enable them to get a reduction 
been controlled and co-ordinated or suspension of their contribution. 

processing time speeds up and 

entirely by the area offices. The Under neu' procedures area offices significant, but unnecessary, 

accounts department in London will no write to the assisted person as soon as fund expenditure is ruled out. " 
longer be involved. The new he/she falls into arrears and if no 

streamlined procedures, piloted in payment or request for reassessment is 

Leeds earlier this year, allow received, the certificate is discharged 

assessments to be carried out in about after 31 days. The letter to the 

five weeks. assisted person explains the 

As well as speeding up reassessments implications of failure to pay 

the new procedures will reduce the contributions and sets out how the 

unnecessary cost of cases proceeding individual can apply for reassessment 

where the legal aid client is not if he/she is in difficulty meeting 

cooperating with the reassessment. payments. 

Each year about 15,000 people At the same time, the solicitor is 



Staff at the Birmin, cItanr office answer 

your enquiries on the neu' computer 

terminals. 

1jß' 1wic yorr will have received a 

questionnaire from us asking if your 

firm would like to take part in the 

BACS initiative. We need to know 

your DX and/or Interlink number and 

location, you r firm's fax/telephone 

number, VAT and Law Society/ 

Counsel call nuinher. In addition, you 

should confirm that your address and 

account number are correct and, if you 

have a head office, that you supply its 

legal aid account number. Finally, we 

will need the details of the bank 

account you would like your payments 

to be made to. Supplying us with this 

information will register your firm. for 

payment by BAGS. Questionnaires 

must he returned to us as quickly as 

possible and no later than 

October 21st. We hope to provide you 

with this service from November 

onwards. 

Another improvement arising froni the 

modernisation of the central accounting 

Y)'`tcm will be the_tarilit) to quote 

your reference number on payment 

advices. This will enable you to match 

up the payment advice ion I/ir relevant 

person in your office. 

These improvements are significant but 

we continue to loot: for ways of 

improving our service to you. In 

particular, we are considering the long 

term possibility of direct computer 

communication between the Board and 

the profession. This is known as 

electronic data interchange (EDI). 

It would allow you to prepare legal aid 

applications on your own word 

processors/computers and then to send 

them to the area office down a normal 

telephone line. 

In turn the area office could notify the 

solicitor of the grant/refusal of the 

certificate by transmitting the 

information back in the same way. 

The solicitor could also prepare his bill 

of costs and send that directly by EDI. 

When the bill was authorised, the 

payment could be made using BAGS. 

The advice of payment could be 

notified to the solicitor again using 

ED1. This approach is already used in 

the commercial world and there is no 

obvious reason why it should not 

operate successfully in the legal 

environment. 

As an interim approach, we are 

considering accepting bills and other 

documents printed by solicitors' own 

word processors or computers rather 

than requiring these to be transcribed 

to legal aid stationery. For now, 

hotivever, we are satisfied that the first 

stages of computerisation will have 

significant benefits for the profession. 

The Board's investment in computers 

will lead to increased speed and 

efficiency on your part and on ours. 

Faster payment 
by BACS 

Please return your BACS 

questionnaire by October 21st. 

Payment by BACS is quick 

and efficient and could enhance 

your cash f7orr' 




